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Alma Alexander. 2012: Midnight at Spanish Gardens. Sky Warrior Books, 2011. eBook, $3.99. Reviewed by Alana Joli Abbott.

I

n Alma Alexander’s new novel, Midnight at the
Spanish Gardens, the border between this world
and another one can be bridged at certain, vital
points. But though it is a kind of magic that allows
those moments to bridge, the world on the other side
is a reflection, a possibility—a world that a person
might choose instead of the life they’ve created. Open
a door, experience life as it might have been if a
choice had never been made, if fate or chance had
spread the cards differently, if different opportunities
had been taken. For five characters, the choice is literal: each experiences a different path than they’ve
taken before, and each must make the choice to return to the life they knew, or to accept the new life
they’ve made for themselves. Each has its own failures
and joys; sometimes the choice is heart-wrenching,
and sometimes it’s almost an intellectual exercise for
the one choosing. But each voyage raises the question:
what in this life have I done that is worth keeping?
The novel opens on the eve of the supposed Mayan end of the world, with Olivia, a woman dissatisfied with her life and her failures, going back to a cafe
where she’d spent time as an undergrad to reconnect
with friends she hasn’t seen in more than twenty
years. One, Simon, is a successful literary novelist,
who was once Olivia’s lover, and who betrayed her by
turning the story of her brother’s war experience into
a novel philosophically against the war. Another, Ellen, is Simon’s wife, and Olivia’s former best friend,
the woman to whom Simon turned after he and Olivia fought about the novel. Quincey, like Olivia, has
suffered from a bad marriage, although in Quincey’s
case it is more than one, and though she loves her
children, she feels as though she’s missing a key factor
in her life. John, who’d seemed to be a party animal in
college and who’d once harbored feelings for Olivia,
has a troubled past of his own. As Simon, the last to
arrive, enters the cafe (known for its Irish Coffee), the
bartender, an enigmatic man named Ariel with powerful, gray eyes, recommends that he take a moment
to collect himself in the Out of Order bathroom—and
gives him written instructions on what to do. ”Your
life is filled with crossroads and you are free to choose
one road or another at any time… Choose wisely.”
Simon is the first to be launched into a different life, a
view of what would have happened had his mother
not survived the car crash that killed his father. Who
would he have become in that other life, and who
would he choose to be, given the chance to look at the

results of both in a single moment?
After Simon, Quincey,
John, Ellen, and Olivia one by
one live those different lives,
seeing new choices replace old
ones. What might have happened in Quincey’s life if she’d
discovered her own sexuality?
In John’s if the truth about his
birth mother had been kept
from him until far later in his
life? In Ellen’s if she’d been born
the boy her parents and grandparents hoped for? In
Olivia’s if she’d only listened to the hurtful critique
about herself that Simon made upon her graduation?
Some of those lives are joyful ones and some are just
as fraught as the lives they’d initially led. In each of
them, Olivia is a lynch pin, a figure who enables other
things to happen, even if she appears only briefly and
seemingly unimportantly. And it is Olivia whose
sense of the numinous, of the convergence of worlds,
brings the novel together. Ariel, too, appears in each
life, sometimes briefly, and sometimes with deeper
conversation, serving as the Messenger (for Fate? for
God? we never learn), but also as a curious witness to
what has transpired. He recognizes when the choice is
made, and it is his job to help the person realize their
own decision, even when they haven’t yet seen it.
Alexander’s language is poetic and beautiful, but
where in some novels the language becomes more
important than the story being told, Alexander’s descriptions only add to the narrative. Her characters
are utterly compelling—more than once I had to
force myself to put the book down, and on one occasion, I stood in a doorway, intending to leave a room
to stop reading for the night, and yet, found myself
flipping page after page in my ebook reader, unable to
take the steps that would lead to the end of my reading. The questions about lives led differently followed
me right out of the book, as well: what choices might
I have made differently? Who might I have become?
While the question each character faces is what
they’ve done or created that is worth keeping—that is
worth going back to—each of them takes some wisdom from their other life with them, when all the
details are forgotten. Some of that wisdom—about
what a person can do to make their life worth keeping
from this moment on—comes through not just for
each character, but for the reader as well. That may be
the magic inherent in the Spanish Gardens: looking
through the lens of that potential choice, you can see
your own life differently—and make it a better one. ≡
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Douglas “Dag” Rossman. The Dragonseeker Saga:
New Tales of the Nine Worlds. Skandisk, 2009. 144
pp., $9.95. Reviewed by Jodie Forrest.
“Dag” Rossman’s previous work (The
D ouglas
Nine Worlds: A Dictionary of Norse Mythology;
The Northern Path: Norse Myths and Legends Retold
… and What They Reveal; and Theft of the Sun and
Other New Norse Myths) should be familiar to readers
intrigued by Norse lore. It should also be familiar to
and appreciated by anyone interested in the light that
mythology sheds on depth psychology in the vein of
Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell, particularly the mythology of one’s own ethnic background. Speaking of
his early experiences as a Norse storyteller, in the
book’s “Afterword”, Rossman says: “Perhaps because
the stories grew out of, and spoke to, my family’s heritage … the Norse myths resonated with me in a way
no others have before or since. They seemed to belong
to me personally, and I to them. It was as if the voices
of my ancestors were speaking to—and through—me,
sharing their wisdom and world view.”
Rossman’s Scandinavian ancestors would approve of The Dragonseeker Saga, a
new collection of original short stories set in the nine Norse worlds.
They would also find that those familiar tales had both changed and
deepened. In Rossman’s hands, myth
is a living entity in which the past
interacts with and informs the present, not a package of calcified
tropes. The author seeks to fill in
some of the gaps in the earliest written versions of the stories that have
come down to us.
Not unlike a picaresque hero,
the main character, Dag Ormseeker
(Dragonseeker), sets off on a journey
throughout the Nine Worlds, and
sweeps the reader along with him.
Like a fairy tale protagonist or a
Campbellian hero, Dag has a quest,
assigned by Odin: to tell tales of the gods and their
foes, because the loss of those stories would mean that
“the gods could no longer reach humankind with
their lore to help and heal them.” Entwined with his
profound knowledge of Norse myth and Jungian seriousness of intent is Rossman’s sheer ability as a storyteller. The book is a rich handful of crackling good
stories. Like any fine genre writer, Rossman fulfills
some of his or her readers’ expectations of a tale set in
the Norse mythic worlds (Odin has one eye, ravens
4

and wolves), plays with other expectations (what if
Odin were involved with a third raven?), and adds
some twists of his own.
In “Dragonseeker,” we meet the title character
and learn something of his mysterious parentage—a
common theme in fairy tales and in “hero’s journey”
myths. From Nidhögg, the dragon who patrols Niflheim, Dag receives a shamanistic initiatory wound,
the loss of one arm. His mentor and uncle dies, and
he’s trapped in ice—a symbol of frozen feelings. In
“Brekka,” the cow Audumla, who freed Odin’s grandfather from a block of ice, frees Dag. At the behest of
the god Heimdall the Watcher, come from Asgard
where Dag’s newly-arrived uncle has explained his
plight and excited the sympathy of a master smith,
Dag tricks the troll-woman Angrboda and procures
living ironwood to make a new arm. He also falls in
love with the giantess Brekka—the ice has truly melted—only to lose her to the revenge of Angrboda, consort of Loki the Trickster.
Each story carries Dag along on his journey until
“The Final Lesson” brings him to consult the oracle in
the Grotto of Grief. There he decides that there are
times when love matters more than
duty, and that he’ll abandon his
quest to return to Alfheim and his
new love, Aelas. Far from striking
Dag down—here we see a major
evolution of myth—Odin says that
blind obedience to any authority,
even that of a god, is no path for a
man.
The Norse world-view is deeply
embedded in these tales. Dag struggles against the forces of chaos, destruction, entropy and random illwill: Niddhogg the dragon; Angrboda the troll-woman, a kind of animafigure for Loki; the fight to resist
despair or anger in the face of life’s
inevitable physical and emotional
wounds. The universal truths and
virtues illustrated here occur in the
Havamal: courage; loyalty; friendship; self-respect;
generosity; insight; strength of character. A more
modern wisdom appears as well: the importance of
dreams; the need to still the restless mind; the role of
free will. Legend, a psychologically sophisticated humanist’s perspective, and the storyteller’s art all blend
to produce a gift: an augmented and amplified perspective on both the cosmology of the peoples of
northern Europe, and its ongoing relevance to our
psyches today. Highly recommended! ≡

Robert E. Howard. The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian. The Fully Illustrated Robert E. Howard Library,
Volume One. Del Rey, 2003. 496 pp., $18.00.
Reviewed by Harley J. Sims.

A

s reviewed by Brian Murphy in Mythprint 48:10
(#351), Sword Woman and Other Historical Adventures (2011) represents the eleventh volume in the
ongoing Fully Illustrated Robert E. Howard Library
published in the United States by the Del Ray imprint
of Ballantine Books. The Library is of great importance to students and enthusiasts of fantasy and
historical fiction, and except for one volume has never been reviewed for the Mythopoeic Society. A series
of reviews will therefore be appearing intermittently
in Mythprint, starting with the Conan material in
Volume One and moving through the remaining titles in chronological order.
The Fully Illustrated Robert E. Howard Library began in 2003 with the publication of The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian (in the U.K., Conan of
Cimmeria: Volume One [1932–1933]), the venture of
British publisher Wandering Star to restore and publish the long-out-of-print, forgotten, and sometimes
expurgated originals of Howard’s many Conan stories. By 2005, and under the editorship of Patrice
Louinet, the series had published the entire corpus of
Howard’s original unedited versions, including all
fragments, drafts, and unprinted manuscripts, as well
as many pertinent notes, letters, and poems. It
marked the first time such a collection had been published, and to this day the Library’s three Conan volumes represent the closest thing that exists to a scholarly edition of Howard’s most popular works. Individual volumes dedicated to Howard’s other heroes
have also appeared, including The Savage Tales of
Solomon Kane and Kull: Exile of Atlantis, as well as
two eclectic treasuries, and a collection of Howard’s
horror stories. Much yet remains of the writer’s entire
oeuvre for the Illustrated Library’s editors to draw
upon, including his poetry, westerns, and boxing stories. Nevertheless, the vast bulk of Howard’s swordand-sorcery, historical fantasy, and supernatural material is now available, offering no better opportunity
for readers to acquaint or reacquaint themselves with
one of the most important pioneers of conventional
modern fantasy. Since the Library began, Howard
scholarship has also been complemented by Mark
Finn’s biography Blood & Thunder (2006), the best
and most thorough since Don Herron’s Dark Barbarian (1984).
The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian (2003) contains the thirteen earliest of Howard’s Conan stories,

including both the published version and first submitted draft of the “The Phoenix on the Sword,” Conan’s original adventure. It also includes the wellknown classics “The Tower of the Elephant,” “Queen
of the Black Coast, ”“Black Colossus,” and “Rogues in
the House,” as well as three works unpublished in
Howard’s short lifetime: “The Frost-Giant’s Daughter,” “The God in the Bowl,” and “The Vale of Lost
Women.” Mark Shultz’s four plates and many in-text
drawings are excellent, portraying an uncommonly
complex and careworn Conan. Shultz also wrote the
Foreword, which lays out his feelings about reading
and illustrating the iconic figure. Editor Patrice Louinet provides both the Introduction and a lengthy
essay “Hyborian Genesis,” which is continued in the
second and third volumes of the series.
Ushered in by the poem “Cimmeria,” The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian contains the stories of
Conan in what are arguably his most recognizable
roles: “a thief, a reaver, a slayer, with gigantic melancholies and gigantic mirth…” (The Phoenix on the
Sword, 7). They provide without a doubt the most
rewarding introduction a new reader can have to Conan, comparable in their ability to captivate to the
earliest work of Stephen King. It should become recognizable within only a few pages why Howard’s
writing—though technically pulp fiction—remains
fiercely appealing seventy-five years after his death.
The collection is supplemented by a miscellany of
synopses, fragments, and notes including “The Hyborian Age,” Howard’s sweeping political and demographic history of the Conan setting. Two of Howard’s hand-drawn maps are included, showing Europe divided among the many Hyborian kingdoms
and realms, including Conan’s Cimmeria (Scotland
through southern Norway and central Sweden) and
his eventual kingdom of Aquilonia (involving France,
Northern, Spain, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and eastern Germany). Editorial notes on the
typescripts conclude the volume.
There is hardly room here to go story-by-story,
or even to cover in much detail the representative
elements of The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian.
Suffice it to say that Howard’s writing is aflame here,
and that Conan comes at us as something seemingly
long-established. As Louinet recalls in “Hyborian
Genesis,” Howard claimed in a letter to Clark Ashton
Smith to have hardly conceived of Conan deliberately, but rather that the barbarian sprang from his mind
fully-formed. We learn in Herron’s Dark Barbarian
that Howard imagined Conan holding him hostage as
he wrote, the barbarian standing behind him with
sword drawn. Much has been made of Howard’s own
5

relationship to his creation, a popular notion being
that Conan was a clear altergo of the imposing,
moody, and brilliant young Texan. Although every
literary character is in some sense an extension of the
writer, Howard’s well-documented misgivings toward
civilization are clearly echoed throughout this volume, in particular the first story. Consider one of the
fictitious verse epigraphs of “The Phoenix on the
Sword”:
What do I know of cultured ways, the gilt, the craft and the lie?
I, who was born in a naked land and bred in the open sky.
The subtle tongue, the sophist guile, they fail when the broadswords sing;
Rush in and die, dogs—I was a man before I was a king.

Readers will nevertheless find that Conan is an oldfashioned sort of barbarian, at least compared to the
examples found in the racier modern films, as well as
recent historical fiction series such as Starz Entertainment’s Spartacus. When it comes to scantily clad
women, he is far more the facetious swashbuckler
than a ravishing brute, though Howard often tries to
smokescreen it using Conan’s overconfident brand of
chauvinism. In the borderline-erotica Xuthal of the
Dusk (originally published as The Slithering Shadow
[1933]), Conan is fought over by the Stigian [sic]
dominatrix Thalis and his delicate companion Natala.
As he and Natala escape across the desert, Conan
sums up the experience: “‘Crom and his devils!’ he
swore. ‘When the oceans drown the world, women
will take time for jealousy. Devil take their conceit!
Did I tell the Stigian to fall in love with me? After all,
she was only human!’” (Xuthal of the Dusk, 247).
With respect, and though The God in the Bowl has its
moments, some of the posthumously published stories are valuable for revealing what Howard’s writing
is like when he is relatively off his game.
The Coming of Conan the Cimmerian exemplifies
heroic writing through more than its eponymous
character. The enthralling pace of its stories—their
narrative decisiveness and undawdling aestheticism—
shows how the contemplative art form of literature
can nevertheless be made to convey an active and
existentialist ethos. One cannot put it any better than
Conan himself, who encapsulates himself in the following statement to a lover:
Let me live deep while I live; let me know the rich juices of red
meat and stinging wine on my palate, the hot embrace of white
arms, the mad exultation of battle when the blue blades flames
and crimson, and I am content. Let teachers and priests and
philosophers brood over questions of reality and illusion. I
know this: if life is an illusion, then I am no less an illusion,
and being thus, the illusion is real to me. I live, I burn with life,
I love, I slay, and am content.” (Queen of the Black Coast, 133)
≡
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NEW AND FORTHCOMING BOOKS
Jason Fisher, ed. Tolkien and the
Study of His Sources: Critical Essays. McFarland, 240 pp. $40
(softcover). ISBN 9780786464821. July, 2011.

Cor Block. A Tolkien Tapestry:
Pictures to accompany The Lord of
the Rings. HarperCollins, 160 pp.
£20 (hardcover). ISBN 9780007437986. September, 2011.

Wayne G. Hammond and
Christina Scull. The Art of The
Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien. HarperCollins. 128 pp. £25 (hardcover).
ISBN 978-0007440818.
October, 2011.

Steven Barfield and Katharine
Cox, eds. Critical Perspectives on
Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials: Essays on the Novels, the
Film and the Stage Productions.
McFarland. 288 pp. $40
(softcover). ISBN 9780786440306. September, 2011.

John D. Rateliff. The History of
the Hobbit (newly revised, onevolume edition). HarperCollins.
960 pp. £35 (hardcover). ISBN
978-0007440825. October, 2011.

Discussion Groups

T

he Mythopoeic Society has members throughout the
U.S. and in several foreign countries; the lucky ones are
able to find other people interested in the Inklings, myth, and
fantasy literature close enough geographically to meet on a
regular basis. The Society sponsors Discussion Groups in
several different states in the U.S., with a number of additional groups in the process of forming and active.
Once or twice a year, we list active groups here. Groups
that wish to be listed in the active category should regularly
update the Secretary with their meeting and discussion
plans. Groups are also encouraged to share reports of their
activities with the Secretary for inclusion in Mythprint.
Groups that wish to become active should contact the
Secretary and inform her of their first meeting, topic, time,
location and contact person. Groups that have not yet chosen
to become Chartered, or those who are interested in creating
a new Mythopoeic Society-sponsored discussion or special
interest group, please complete our group charter form at
www.mythsoc.org.
Marion VanLoo, Membership & Discussion Group Secretary
Box 71
Napoleon, MI 49261
membership@mythsoc.org
www.mythsoc.org/groups
CALIFORNIA

Los Angeles/Pasadena: Mydgard
Lee Speth, 920 N. Atlantic #E, Alhambra, CA 91801
Oakland: C.S. Lewis Society of California
David J. Theroux, 11990 Skyline Blvd., Oakland, CA 94619
Email: dtheroux@lewissociety.org
Web: http://www.lewissociety.org
San Francisco Bay Area: Khazad-dum
Amy Wisniewski & Edith Crowe, 1124 Eden Bower Lane, Redwood
City, CA 94061
Email: edithcrowe@comcast.net
Web: http://www.mythsoc.org/groups/kd
COLORADO

Denver area: Fanuidhol (“Cloudy Head”)
Patricia Yarrow, 2465 S. Franklin St., Denver, CO 80210
Email: yarrowp@mscd.edu or lottiedeno7@aol.com
Web: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Fanuidhol/
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Washington & Suburbs: Knossos
Mimi Stevens, 3805 Franconia Rd., Alexandria, VA 22310
Email: mimi.stevens@verizon.net
HAWAII

Oahu: Sammath Naur
Steve Brown, Box 22332, Honolulu, HI 96823
Email: slbrown@hawaii.rr.com
Web: http://bookgroup.pulelehuadesign.com/

ILLINOIS

Peoria: The Far Westfarthing
Mike Foster, 743 County Road 1200N, Metamora, IL 61548-7726
Email: mafoster@hughes.net
IOWA

Decorah: Alfheim
Doug Rossman, 1316 Blue Grass Dr., Decorah, IA 52101
Email: rossmado@luther.edu
Web: http://www.mythsoc.org/groups/alfheim
MINNESOTA

Minneapolis-St. Paul: Rivendell
David Lenander, 2095 Hamline Ave. Roseville, MN 55113
Email: d-lena@umn.edu
Web: http://www.umn.edu/~d-lena/rivendell.html
MISSOURI

St. Louis: Brethil:The Tolkien Adventure Community
Dr. Paul D. Nygard, St. Louis Community College-Florissant
Valley, St. Louis, MO 63135
Email: PNygard@stlcc.edu
NEW MEXICO

Albuquerque: The UNM Hobbit Society
Leslie A. Donovan, UNM Honors Program, Albuquerque, NM
Email: tolkien@unm.edu
Web: http://www.unm.edu/~tolkien
NEVADA

Reno: Crickhollow
Joanne Burnett, 3275 Vickie Lane, Sparks, NV 89431
Email: Burnie96@sbcglobal.net
Web: http://riske.wncc.nevada.edu/Crickhollow
NEW YORK

New York: Heren Istarion: The Northeast Tolkien Society
Anthony Burdge & Jessica Burke, 110 Patten St., Staten Island,
NY 10307
Email: herenistarionnets@gmail.com
Web: http://www.herenistarionnets.blogspot.com
OREGON

Portland: Bywater Inklings
Gary Lundquist, 2627 SE 68th Ave., Portland, OR 97206-1235
Email: lundquig88@msn.com
Web: http://www.facebook.com/home.php?#/group.php?
gid=107493056056&ref=ts
PENNSYLVANIA

Pittsburgh: Fantasy Studies Fellowship
Lori Campbell, University of Pittsburgh, Department of English,
526 CL, Pittsburgh, PA 15260
Email: camenglish@cs.com
WASHINGTON

Seattle: Mithlond
John D Rateliff, 6317 S. 233rd Street Kent, WA 98032
Email: sacnoth@earthlink.net
Web: http://mwinslow.firinn.org/mithlond/
WISCONSIN

Milwaukee: The Burrahobbits
Jeffrey & Jan Long, 1903 N. 118th St., Wauwatosa, WI 53226
Email: longfam@milwpc.com
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Peter S. Beagle, ed. The Secret History of Fantasy.
Tachyon Publications, 2010. 432 pp., $15.95.
James Patrick Kelly and John Kessel, eds. The Secret
History of Science Fiction. Tachyon Publications,
2009. 424 pp., $14.95.
Reviewed by Ryder W. Miller
the intriguing titles, the assembled conD espite
tributors in these two anthologies from Tachyon

Publications do not focus on some
irreconcilable or scandalous subject,
but champion the idea that genre
literature has a broader appeal than
is widely known. That what are now
called science fiction and fantasy
tales were more widely accepted in
the past, and that there is still interest in them from the general as well
as the literary reader. Look and one
will find them, but here, these literary fantastic tales are collected.
Many modern superstars of literary
fiction, like Michael Chabon, T.C.
Boyle, and Jonathan Lethem, have
also been writing these genre tales.
Part of the problem that the
general reader faces with a fantastic
tale—the term fantastic can be
broadly applied to both genres because of the kind of creation involved, even if fantasy
books are still found in science fiction sections—is the
learning of a new world. It takes some
effort to remember what “quidditch”,
“horcrux”, and Tom Riddle mean.
One does not find such difficulties
here. These works are more accessible
and minimize the challenges for general readers who cannot yet make the
commitment necessary to master a
new fantastical world, let alone many.
As such, these collections have especially great value for “genre newbies”.
Sadly, some of the major
names—i.e., those known even by
people who don’t read a lot of genre
fiction, such as Arthur C. Clarke and
J.R.R. Tolkien in particular—are
sometimes derided in the editors’
attempts to show that the creative
impulse toward the fantastic has
grown beyond the dictates of chil8

dren’s and “mere genre” literature.
The Secret History of Science Fiction can be seen
as alternative to the missing homage of the late Arthur C. Clarke, who drew consternation because of
his success, yet one may not realize that if they could
do it to Arthur, they could do it to his friend C.S.
Lewis. Arthur C. Clarke, despite the plots around
him, championed the field, and it seems as if his detractors have lessened the acknowledgment of his
historical impact on the science fiction field.
Of more concern to mythopoeic fans is The Secret History of Fantasy, edited by
famed fantasy writer Peter S. Beagle,
who is not so much the Tolkien
champion here. But those on the top,
like J.R.R. Tolkien was, have all sorts
of challengers, as attested in the
many wondrous stories collected
here. Beagle points out that “Frodo
may well live, as the New York subway graffiti of the 1960’s definitely
insisted, but other worlds and guests
and heroes do too, and not all of
them have a thing to do with Armageddon and magic rings” (14). Authors Michael Chabon, T.C. Boyle,
and Jonathan Lethem, also show
their irreverence to the field of heroic
fiction, and maybe even to the idealistic times of the 1960’s when Tolkien
reached his zenith, even if they have
valid new modern gripes to make.
One cannot help but think of the worm eating its
own tail, but then again, times have
changed. We may have entered an age
where there will never be such towering literary figures as in the past, with
even J.K. Rowling being only considered one of your best contemporary
choices for fantastic fiction. Those
who want more adult fare have other
options. Tolkien—unlike Rowling,
who unfortunately seems to want out
of genre fiction and/or children’s literature—died without all of his Middle-earth tales and early versions being published.
Out with the old and in with the
new seems to be part of the impulse
here too, but Ursula K. Le Guin does
write in a knowledgeable essay included as an appendix to The Secret History of Science Fiction that one needs to

read Tolkien to know what fantasy is. Sadly the second-string writer—and most are second-string, because of the long shadows that The Lord of the Rings
and Harry Potter have cast—has to struggle to bring
his or her works and worlds to light. The fantasy writing community does seek to keep the flame going,
and there would be no field left if not for the imitators, as the tropes of such fantasy works have become
so common place.
These books do attempt to make a point, and
they will appeal to those who want to explore the field
more thoroughly. Some will find new sources of sustenance here, with heroic fiction helping some readers get through there day. David G. Hartwell writes in
an article in the appendix of The Secret History of
Fantasy: “And now it seems is a bad time for serious
adult readers to reject wholesale, the tale of wonder
and the illumination of the human condition that
fantasy has brought us throughout history” (379).
One can get a taste of it with out learning a new world
or planet or universe here.
The Mythopoeic reader may
appreciate the different flavor of these stories, but The Secret History of
Fantasy will likely bring new readers
back to J.R.R. Tolkien. Sadly, there is
not much mention of C.S. Lewis and
Charles Williams. Despite the contrarian sense of these anthologies,
their swords are not often drawn. ≡

Daniel A. Rabuzzi. The Choir Boats.
Volume One of Longing for Yount.
ChiZine Publications, 2009. 408 pp.,
$16.95. Reviewed by Sue Bridgewater.

I

intend to begin this review by
cheating. Here is a link to the section of the author’s website that displays previous
reviews of this novel:
http://www.danielarabuzzi.com/
Reviews_ChoirBoats.html
I’ve done this because a lot of good points are made
in these reviews about the story, the characters, the
narrative and so forth that I could simply repeat here;
but there are particular points to the work that I think
none of those reviews mentions, so I would prefer to
focus in on those. They are: (1) an exuberance, an

ebullience, a delight in language; (2) an irrepressible
intertextuality, that ought to be annoying but isn’t;
and (3) Georgian London.
Language — I have the text of the novel on my PC,
and I do not believe my spellcheck has ever come so
close to a nervous breakdown. Rabuzzi uses nouns,
adjectives, verbs, adverbs, that I have never seen before. Indeed, searching for the arcane vocabulary
items in Chapter One alone, I failed to find any definitions at http://www.onelook.com; however, I don’t
get the impression that Rabuzzi is making the words
up (at least not all of them). I suspect that were I able
to access the Oxford English Dictionary, and a few
good dialect dictionaries, I might find the majority of
them.
They are words from the regions of England,
notably Norfolk, and from the period of the Napoleonic wars. They are, I think, quite different from the
made-up samples of the Yountian
language. If not, if they are sprung
from Rabuzzi’s head, then he has a
fertile imagination indeed. But since
his historical research in other respects seems watertight—just look up
any of the name s of those unlikelysounding churches, or the German
expatriate community of east London to name but two—that I think
the linguistic delights fall into the
same category. The text is permeated
with these words, but here is one
example:
“Beetle-headed I said I was, and so I am!” said
the cook. “We never should have gone last
night to the bishy-barnybees. ’Stead of mardling there, we should have been here fighting
off those reasty devils.”

Intertextuality — This is great fun.
Links pop up whenever Rabuzzi can manage to fit
one in. How about: “Mr. Edward Gardner, the merchant in Gracechurch Street (whose niece, Elizabeth
Bennet, when visiting from Longbourn in Hertfordshire, had become fast friends with Sally).” Or, especially for Mythopoeics, two from close to home:
One evening, in a swaying circle of lamplight, they heard the
tale of Sam and Fred who took a magic ring into a bleak, murderous country far to the east and cast it there into a mountain
of fire and thus destroyed a wicked sorcerer. Some claimed that
“Sam and Fred” were Yorkshiremen, others that they were
from Oxfordshire. A fight nearly broke out when a fellow from
Cork swore they were Irish, since only the Irish were that
brave.
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And:
“In an accent that neither Barnabas nor Sanford could place, he
asked, “What do you have in your pocket?”
At the very edge of memory, Barnabas vaguely recalled that
question coming into an old story of another riddling contest.
But didn’t the question in that story have to do with a ring?”

This sort of thing may irritate you, but I enjoy it
for its own sake. Also, an important point to remember is that Rabuzzi is doing this for the same reason
he employs all the strange and evocative vocabulary:
it’s part of his world-building. These literary persons
and episodes are recalled in association with people
and events from real, as well as literary, history, and
they are so evoked in order to build this world that is
London in 1812—and yet isn’t. There are elements in
the story that have led to this tale being described as
“steam-punk”, but that’s not all it is. It makes enormous use of mythology, drawing together symbols
and ideas from African as well as European myths,
and blending them with the history and literature.
And where there is mythology, there is of course
language—as Mythopoeics know well. Chief among
the characteristics of the people who are evidently
going to be key figures in the fight against evil in the
coming volumes of the trilogy, are their facility with
languages and their ability to sing. They are also good
at maths and science, which means they have to be
alarmingly well-educated as well as brave and
strong—it’s a tough world for heroes.
London — I was delighted when I opened this book
and found that its story begins on the boundaries of
the City of London and Whitechapel. I worked in that
area for twenty years before my retirement. The street
names, the routes from one place to another, the
names of the churches; it’s all wholly convincing, and
indeed I can picture some of the locations from my
own memory, despite the intervention of the Blitz.
The social milieu of the city is well evoked too; the
depths of poverty, the mercantile class, the local bureaucracy and the domestic scenes of each class are
well done.
I look forward to the next volume of this work.
It’s not perfect—I find the characterisation can be
thin and the narration dull, but the story pulls one
along and most of the important characters engage
the reader. Just one teeny quibble: if it’s London in
1812, then a gentleman’s waistcoat is a waistcoat—not
a vest. ≡
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Elizabeth Moon. Kings of the North. Paladin’s Legacy
Series, Book Two. Random House, 2011. 496 pp.,
$26.00. Reviewed by Jennifer Pearson.

K ries extending from Elizabeth Moon’s Deed of
ings of the North is the second book of a new se-

Paksenarrion trilogy, published in the late 1980s.
Reading this prior trilogy isn’t required to enjoy this
novel; however, I got no further than page 30 in Kings
before realizing I needed to read the book directly
preceding it, Oath of Fealty, to understand what was
going on. The two, in fact, are pretty much seamless.
The choice of when in the story to divide it into two
books seems arbitrary. Oath of Fealty provides a very
brief “Author’s Note” which gives readers new to this
world and set of characters a little background. Kings
of the North provides no such orientation.
The meat of this novel is largely the developing
political tensions in this world. Books that rely heavily on political and military maneuvering and court
intrigues aren’t my favorites. However, along with the
diplomatic complexities are magical complexities.
Devotees of various religious figures are the primary
magic users in Tsaia and Aarenis, but a magery formerly considered lawless and evil is allowed expression through one person. Ancient royal regalia turns
out to have a will of its own. The new king of Lyonya
is learning about his magical connection to his kingdom. We see briefly into the more mystical magics of
gnomes, dwarves and elves as well. This complex of
magics is what kept me reading.
Moon has also assembled a worthwhile cast of
characters to work out the problems in this world:
young and old, noble of heart and not so noble,
though leaning heavily toward the noble. The book’s
title indicates more than one king, but there’s not
equal emphasis among them. The newly minted king
of Tsaia barely makes cameos. Among kings, Kieri
Phelan of Lyonya gets the most attention and the
third king, Torfinn of Pargun, only exists as a character (as opposed to a rumor) when he is in the company of Kieri Phelan. Overall, the book is divided between the lives of four people: Kieri Phelan in Lyonya;
Dorrin Verrakai in Tsaia; Jandolir Arcolin, a mercenary in Aarenis; and the traveling Count Andressat.
Several minor characters with engaging personalities are also involved, most notably the blind Sergeant Stammel. Stammel is not the only secondary
character coping with disabilities, mostly physical,

but also some magical (imposed by others). The list of
characters at the front of the book was helpful, especially in the beginning. Moon almost exceeded my
memory limit for characters. For the most part,
though, she does a good job of distinguishing them.
One critical place where she falls curiously flat in
character development is Arian, who becomes King
Kieri’s queen-to-be at the novel’s end with virtually
no romance between the two at all. He thinks about
her remotely a couple of times. Then they are suddenly, fiercely in love within the space of a few minutes. It
reminds me of old movies in which the sudden embrace of two people who hardly know each other was
so ridiculous. There is absolutely no suspense to their
relationship, which is why I have no fear that this
supposed spoiler will spoil anything for readers. Poor
Arian is only barely distinguished from the other
king’s squires of which she is a part. In that role, she
is around Kieri regularly, presumably providing plenty of opportunities for nuanced interaction. Toward
the end, after they’ve had their sudden embrace, she
shows herself to be brave in the face of a crisis, but
this doesn’t distinguish her at all from other characters. It’s a book full of brave people. Sadly, she remains a cut-out suitable-wife-for-the-king even after
her late adventure.
In a nearly 500-page book, one might argue that
there was no room for romance, yet excess talk of
strategic planning, economics, security measures, and
descriptions of food could easily have been eliminated without harm, and a few fond, funny or even informative scenes regarding the king and his eventual
beloved would have benefitted the book considerably.
Gender role reversals (at least women taking on
roles generally considered the domain of men) has
been common in fantasy novels for decades now and
is often part of their appeal for women, myself included. Though Dorrin Verrakai is breaking new ground
as a female duke in this novel, female soldiers seem to
be largely taken for granted in this world. There are
female religious leaders and the locus of power for the
elven forest is female. All of these women seem perfectly comfortable in their roles. However, they’re all
single–or appear to be. Moon seems to be much more
comfortable portraying single women in strictly unconventional positions. In other words, these women
are not androgynous in their roles. Possible exceptions are Paks, who could arguably be said to be in a
female role and plays only a minor part in this novel,
and the Lady of Elvenhome, who reveals a couple of
brief moments of maternal feelings, which otherwise
are so rare in her they’re difficult to believe. It seems
to be either one role or the other. And I wonder if the

author’s emphasis on women taking on male roles is
what resulted in her lack of imagination in the development of Arian. After all, with marriage to the king,
she’s soon to be relegated to hearth, home and childrearing (heir-begetting being her chief function)–so
why develop her.
Many of the book’s smaller disappointments or
incongruities are also in sections involving Kieri. That
weakness isn’t a fatal flow, however. The trend of the
story is toward the importance of Dorrin Verrakai,
the new powers she’s still investigating, and the mysterious crown jewels. The book has the feel of the beginning of a setup for things to come–a beginning
only. I will be surprised if incidents are resolved in
the next book, but have the impression we’re in for a
long and interesting ride with these characters, with
potential plot twists hinted at in this novel begging to
be developed. I’m happy to be along for the ride despite some bumps and disappointments. ≡
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